In much of his work, Thomas Pynchon has avoided the Midwest as a setting, and criticized the region as a cultural wasteland. However, his aversion to the Midwest has given way to a tacit recognition of that region in his later novels. Since his novels are often structured as quests to new worlds, the Midwest might qualify as a new, unexplored world. This essay analyzes Pynchon's portrayal of the Midwest, and, more specifically, Iowa, my home state. I argue that, beyond a literal, geographical place, Iowa, and the Midwest, function as a metaphor for a now unavailable imagined community.
Ultimately, it turns out, we all have an intrinsic need to pursue purposes larger than ourselves … I came to realize … that the search for purpose is really a search for a place, not an idea. It is a search for a location in the world where you want to be part of making things better for others in your own small way. It could be a classroom where you teach, a business where you work, a neighborhood where you live.
Atul Gawande
A sense of place is undeniably important in Thomas Pynchon's work, and given the lateness of the present moment in his career and his wide assortment of global settings, one might assume that he has by now covered every conceivable geographical location in his many novels. However, this is not the case. and Manhattan" (Lanchester) . But Pynchon's aversion to the Midwest as a setting has gradually given way to a tacit recognition of that region, in later works such moderate. An ethnic mosaic from the start-it had a German, rather than British, majority at the time of the Revolution-it shares the Yankee belief that society should be organized to benefit ordinary people, though it rejects top-down government intervention."
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Pynchon is a native of New York and resides in Manhattan, and that he spent time in the Northwest working for Boeing as well as in California, a general lack of knowledge about his personal life makes one turn to the texts for clues about his geographical preferences in selecting his settings.
Vineland, a novel which on one level mourns the loss of community -historically, on the part of the Yurok, and more recently, on the part of the 60's community gathered around the College of the Surf -represents the paradigm of Pynchon 
Hillis Miller in Communities in Fiction has argued that the adolescent boys' gang in
Pynchon's early story, "The Secret Integration," represents "a kind of ideal, visionary, utopian, messianic, egalitarian, classless community" (273). To underscore the ideality of this utopian aspect of the boys' community, however, Miller also notes that it is imaginary, which leads him to conclude, "Community belonging seems no longer to have the force it seemed to have even in the time of Pynchon's early stories" (271).
Several recent full-length critical studies, however -by Samuel Thomas, Joanna Freer, and Sean Carswell -argue that Pynchon's interest in the value of community is present and perhaps increasing throughout the later novels. In his analysis of Vineland, the final chapter of Pynchon and the Political, Thomas states that the Sisterhood of Kunoichi Attentives "allows us to re-plot a system of 3 Beyond a prejudice against the Midwest, Pynchon must harbor a special aversion to Columbus, Ohio.
In Against the Day, Merle Rideout makes a short visit to Columbus, and afterward "understood that he must never if he could avoid it set foot within the limits of this place again" (66).
Harris: Mr. Pynchon Goes to Iowa 6
political or ' community' ethics, to imagine a system of human relations and shared responsibilities that offers something beyond the existing dictum of 'socialized,' 'integrated' society" (140). Freer, in Thomas Pynchon and the American Counterculture, observes an increasing focus on family in the later novels: "as the years pass, it seems that Pynchon comes to view the family as a social ideal and even as a last bastion of communitas in self-interested times, as a blighted but resilient unit of resistance within which, in post-revolutionary America, altruistic, non-possessive love still has a chance to flourish" (144-145). In locating the search for community in the confines of the conventional, nuclear family, however, Pynchon risks slipping into sentimentality, according to Freer and others (Freer 144) . Taking The term community is used widely and in a variety of contexts: it is employed so frequently in the academy that some, including Mary Louise Pratt, question its usefulness. Pratt suggests the term contact zone as an alternative to community to describe the site of interactions between people or groups in a given setting. An example of the academic use of the term community would be my college's Office of Community-Based Learning, which administers internships and service-learning projects that provide students with a more hands-on educational experience to inculcate the idea of reciprocity. "Community," in that sense, is fostered by volunteer work that serves the greater good, based on "sustained partnerships" with the populace outside the boundaries of the college. Pratt, however, objects to the implicit utopian connotations of the term community, "embodying values like equality, fraternity, of Nationalism, argues that the rise of that large community known as a nation is linked to the mass production and dissemination of print literacy that helped people imagine themselves sharing common values and purpose. Through the mass production of newspapers, pamphlets, books, etc., ideas bonding those in the community together could, of course, not only be generated and inculcated, but also manipulated. In his texts, Pynchon suggests that the end result of this process -nations, multi-national corporations, business and manufacturing conglomerates -has made the ideals of equality, openness, freedom of expression, and freedom from censorship implicit in the term community difficult, if not impossible, to attain. As begins to attend to other localities. In the country/city binary, the metropole is now Philadelphia, "second only to London, as the greatest of English-speaking cities" (258), which the surveyors are eager to leave, to begin "Westering" in the hinterland (600).
Mason and Dixon and crew move inexorably toward the heart of the country, laying out their Visto, despite warnings of danger from the Mohawk, Iroquois, and Catawba.
The linear boundary the astronomer and surveyor trace is seen as a desecration of these native peoples' sacred land, the foundation of their community: their Great In that one-sentence paragraph, Pynchon's description of America's interior suggests the lively presence of community, with its references to farming, fishing, card games, the seasonal production and consumption of the harvest. 6 The type of community in this passage conforms to Raymond Williams' notion of "a knowable community -a whole community, wholly knowable" in The Country and the City, his classic study of British literature and society prior to and following the Industrial Revolution (165). 6 In a later passage Dahlia recalls these trips by wagon "when she'd ridden with Merle past all those small, perfect towns [and] longed after the lights at creeksides and the lights defining the shapes of bridges over great rivers, through church windows or trees in summer" (581) and wonders what the painter Hunter Penhallow would make of that light (580).
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According to Williams, the Industrial Revolution made this knowable community, represented to varying degrees by Jane Austen, George Eliot, and Thomas Hardy, "harder to sustain" (165). 7 Underlying the evocation of a knowable community in Pynchon's passage, however, is a sense of loneliness with the recurrent figure states, "Only a small group of families living in the same place in a more or less classless society, or a society in which class distinctions are minimized, can justifiably be called a community" (Miller 6 ).
Nevertheless, Williams' conception of a knowable community is useful to this study.
strange. Against the Day describes many kinds of community, including the order of monks that Cyprian Latewood joins, the historic stranniki that Yashmeen Halfcourt imagines herself a part of, the gathering together of Webb Traverse's sons and their families toward the novel's end, and even the Chums of Chance themselves, but the novel also examines those forces that destroy community, such as the railroad, owned and controlled by J. P. Morgan. Like Mason and Dixon's Visto, figured as a scar across the Earth, the railroad "broke apart cities and wild herds and watersheds, it created economic panics and armies of jobless men and women, and generations of hard, bleak city-dwellers with no principles who ruled with unchecked power" (930).
Indeed, the long passage quoted above ends with a girl in the window watching as "the trains went choiring by" her community in Albert Lea, Minnesota, perhaps signaling its precarious future.
In one of his last appearances in the novel, Merle Rideout, who has now relocated to Santa Monica, California, attends a picnic where he meets "a bunch of Iowans,"
with whom he discusses "potato-salad recipes" (1048). In this context, Merle appears an anachronism out of the past searching for an imagined community, which he once found among the Aetherists, and later in the small towns of Iowa, and which he now cobbles together through his partnership in a photography business of sorts with Roswell Bounce and infrequent visits to the family of Erlys and Luca who happen to live nearby. 
